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To those who make it breathe: 


Dad, Mom, Erika, Brae, 
Amy, Allison, Matt and Kristopher 


for Brae 


I heard your fingers on the keys today, 
and it was like 
pressing my face against marble, 

Staring into the tides of Venice, 

kissing the white touch of roses wet 

and tasting tears for the first time 
under the lavender blue haunting 
of aurora borealis. 


Fluid 


Iam 
—a Satellite— 


somersaulting in the dark mouth moist 
of the underwater fetus: 

silent and suspended, 

alone and awaited, 

breath 

less and 

un 

touched. 


Yet 


out from the empty 


his mind twists and climbs to me like the sparkleberry umbilical. 


And his hands cleave the earth 
—anchoring— 


finding crystals to pin to our ears like the sun. 
And I’m tumbling clung to the stomach of distance: 
always parallel to the where I’m supposed to be... 


yet when he laughs and sings through the static, connecting, 
I find I belong in his wandering Heavens. 


And though I am bound I am free. 


And if I could lean in close enough to be there, 

he’d let me lick the leaves from his lips while he read 
out loud poetry in the first degree. 

And I know my photos will turn out great from here, 
tracing the orbit of a horizon, 

head-over-heeling along gravity’s skin. 


And I am equidistant from where the rest of it is, 
and he is my star and I am his: 
circling each other as in telescopic visions. 


And we anticipate wet-eyed sudden comet reunions 
in blazing re-entries—the dust-fire in atmospheres, 
but a satellite’s strength means that it’s separate 
and its beauty is cosmic, 

revolving. 


And upwards is lonely and yet it is hopeful 
our course not celestial, 
but binary bound. 


Unpacking in Laurinburg 


Washcloth pink 

and fluffy full 
promise of 

skin-clean sloughing; 
brand new softness 
hanging patient for me 
back in the bathroom 
of Tallahassee. 


Close 


Hey baby— 

when you gonna gimme back my keys? 
gimme back my shoe? my smile? 
Gimme back my...gimme my... 

.. yeah. 


See, I sit here while she throws satin fits beside me 
across the savannah of our fears. 

I sit here, and the streetlight goes off like a smoke alarm, 
deserting this nervous curbside 

while I kill one, brief Marlboro. 


And let me tell you baby, 

you damn sure fit me like a wet crocheted dress, 

in from the rain and dripping 

on the gazebo floor. 

But she casts her tantrums as tightropes I have to cross, 
and I can’t slip into you yet 

because I left my sister out there with a crazy woman; 
I left here there where the bulb is popping, 

the wire trembles, the savannah calls... 


So gimme back my keys...my shoe... 

I’m so afraid so baby willya 

chase the windows open while I’m gone, 

open up a can of...somethin’.? 

‘Cause I’m in love with the sound of the driving rain 
down your silver soak-ed back— 

a camel’s integrity, 

a camel’s integrity 

on the banks of a dead and shipwrecked sea. 


~ 


i wore only one fake eyelash today. 

You thought it was to fulfill my 
need to get noticed: 
an echo of my forever fuck-you 
to society or 
some freakish anti-fashion fashion statement 
but 
quite frankly 

it was just too difficult this morning 

to get the other one 

on. 


River in Dryness 


It happens every week— 

we tread shot glasses and concrete, 

unscrewing each other like lipsticks: 

testing each others’ perfumes. 

And it doesn’t make sense what she sees sometimes, 

in her world where pantyhose just isn’t thick enough, 
and I fool her into thinking 

I’m more than just a caffeine junkie: 

shaking down my problems, digging 

nickels and dimes from my pockets. 

Where we find, sometimes, how violence makes you violent, 
and that water either drowns the fire 

or else keeps her from burning herself up; 

where the world’s problems, they walk those circles with us, 
trimming our calves, squeezing our hearts, 

and we are hardened, enlightened, revealed, shivering... 
it’s what love does to us, 

the lion and the shepherd: 

walking without corners, 

treading life and each other like water, 

confronting 

what others only admit in their sleep 

waking to find themselves alone in a hallway, 
underwear at their ankles, 

the strange taste of deserts 

on their tongues. 


Hate Poem to Jeannette 


Hey baby, shut up. 

Just shut up with your beer-slamming, 
jean-jamming, fag-bashing, tongue-lashing, gold- 
plucking, cock-sucking, gamma-delting, chocolate- 
melting, slack-jawed, sore eyed, rotgut self. 

Filled your time with other Taras, did you? 

while I spent my days 

grinding my words out like glass, 

and my fists—like teeth—into the back of my neck... 


Well, 


I don’t wanna be your tow-line; 

ain’t gonna be the love twine, 

dragging you around behind me just ‘cause you like the view. 
See, somewhere summers got you fat while I got wise. 
August gave me strength and gave you thighs, 

and just ‘cause I like lookin’ at girls, that don’t mean I’m gay. 


The truth is in the message board. 


So shut up baby, shut up. 

Just shut your crooked pasty hole, 
and leave me the fucking hell alone 
before I sic my forgiveness on you. 


The High Dive 


In Grady, when you’re five, you take swimming lessons at 
the White Meadows Country Club. Being the only country club in 
Grady is not White Meadows’ crowning glory, however; nor is it the 
smooth granite walls and lithely limp palm trees lining the drive- 
way. The sparkling, turquoise Olympic-sized pool isn’t it either. In 
Grady, when you’re five, going to White Meadows means going to 
stand under the great shadow of the High Dive. 

When you’re five, paddling around with Miss Kaye in the 
shallow end of the Grady White Meadows Country Club, you watch 
all the Big Kids climbing, slowly climbing to the top of the High 
Dive: waiting on that tall, slippery silver ladder for their turn. You 
watch when you’re five and you wonder, your eyes following those 
Big Kids up the High Dive, watching them leap off the end of the 
board and splash down into the cool, wet chlorine-ness of the pool. 
They surface suddenly over by the ladder, always laughing, and then 
they climb out to do it all over again. They climb, while you watch, 
still kind of afraid to stick your face in the water. 

You watch when you’re five, but then before you know it 


you’re not a Minnow, or a Goldfish, or even a Dolphin—all those 


laps have been swum, and you’ve even earned a few ribbons and 
plastic trophies, (nothing really huge like your brother Dan’s), that 
are already on your bookcase. But then it’s Now, and you’re a Big 
Kid at the White Meadows Country Club, and you’ve got to go up 
the High Dive for the first time. 

Trying not to be nervous, you bravely stand at the bottom 
of the ladder, your hands gripping the siderails in preparation. Then 
the first step, the second: they happen rather quickly and then it’s 
too late to get down. You keep your eyes on the skinny, dripping-wet 
butt of your brave friend in front of you (the one who stood up for 
you in first grade and told Jake Amthers where he could stick it if he 
didn’t stop taking the Little Debbie out of your lunch), because if 
you look down, you know you’ll chicken out; you watch your friend 
and your hands sliding, pulling up and up the slippery metal ladder. 

Then, there is the wait: the merciless torture of the never- 
ending wait for the kids in front of you to leap off the end of the 
board. Waiting, you listen to the slip-spring of the plank as another 
Big Kid flies off the end and into the pool below. Waiting, you forget 
and look down; the smooth, wet concrete is very far below, and you 


imagine what it would be like to slip and fall, smashing your head 
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on that silky-wet concrete. But then your friend moves up two more 


rungs and it is almost your turn. 


When you’re a Big Kid up on that high ladder, your skin cov- 
ered with goosebumps—because in Grady the summers are warm 
but there is always a good breeze—you look out over the white patio 
tables with their big canvas umbrellas and bumpy glass surfaces, and 
you see your mom watching you with her floppy hat to ward off the 
sun, and her multi-colored bathing suit to make her look more chesty; 
you’re watching her, too, and she waves, and of course you blush 
then because you’ re a Big Kid. But no one else was watching except 
you and your mom, and then it is your friend’s turn to go. And then, 
after pulling her bathing suit out of her scrawny cheeks, she gives a 
bounce-leap-plunge and your friend is gone into the water and it is 
your turn to go off the High Dive. 

And suddenly, with that knowledge inside you, your legs do 
not work and you cannot let go of the sides of the ladder and all you 
want is to climb back down and sit in the shallow end with your 


floaties and your mom and maybe a promise of ice cream with 
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sprinkles on the way home. But of course you cannot do that be- 
cause the kid behind you is really fat and freckly, and he doesn’t 
look like he’d be very willing to let you go back his way. Besides, 
going down backwards, you might fall and slip and then the con- 
crete smashing into you might not be such a mystical feeling. So 
you make your limbs work, and you try not to shake while you walk 
down the grit of the board because your mom and everyone else is 
watching you. And the pool, it is so far down there, but you must 
Jump. 

So real quick you shut your eyes and then you do it: you 
jump, feet first, because only the High School Kids are brave enough 
to dive. But you jump, and the air whooshes around you, and sud- 
denly that feeling comes in you that screams in the pit of your stomach: 
that feeling that moans and wails in your head, “No! I-do-not-want-to-be- 
doing-this-donotmakemedothis!!” And you feel like climbing back 
to the shallow end, because this is all just much too scary. 

And then, like a sudden pop that shoves you into a surreal 
sense of fetal-consciousness, you smack the water, and it rushes up 
all around you, and all you can hear is the water embracing you and 
the millions of tiny bubbles you created in the act of plunging in 
swarming like bees around you, and hissing, too; and you don’t move 


for a second, because that water feels so good. And then after a mo- 
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ment you do push, push, push up to the top, and it seems you'll 
never get to the surface, never never. You’re sure your lungs will 
explode and your body will drift away with the tiny bubbles that are 
even now disappearing (and you think that actually might feel kind 
of wonderful), and then your head somehow reaches unexpectedly 
through the skin of the water, and you breathe fresh Grady summer 
air, and you laugh, because that really wasn’t such a terrible feeling 
after all. And you’ re filled with a Big Kid kind of amazement that 
there is now some divine knowledge that you have over all those 
kiddies in the shallow end. 

So you paddle over to the ladder. The next pink kid way up 
above you watches your hands-and-feet water-crawling to the side, 
and then he leaps off the High Dive, too. And then you climb up all 
the way out of the pool, working your arms and shaking the water 
out of your eyes. Then you turn and wave to your mom, who will tell 
you after a few more marvelous leaps that you must put on some 
more sunscreen. You wave to your mom, and you both are individu- 
ally and mutually proud together out there in the White Meadows 
sun. So you wave to your mom, and then you turn to follow your 
best friend, while pulling your snaking wet trunks away from your 


thin body, up the ladder to do it again. 
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Exhibitionist 


tah rah rah BOOM ce ay! 


penis penis penis penis. 
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erika in florence 


i’m having a 

"one’s bigger than the other" day 
and 

you don’t notice. 

or, at least, 

you dun’t say anything. 

but, really, 

i could tell you 

i bought a vecchian diamond last 
night, 

ate liver gelato atop the uffizi, 
inlaid myself 

like a thousand precious marbles 
in the bottom 

of the arno, and still 

i would be lucky to witness 

the jump of a hand, 

the departure of a breath, 

the murmur of a blink, 

or the deaf twitch of kindness 
emerging. 


FS. 


‘lo My Roommate 


‘loday 

has most certainly been 

the capstone of cruelty, 

the waxy-smeured seal encrusted on 
my declaration of contempt 

for the cosmic powers which control 
our Ileayer existences. 

Not only 

did he assure me this afternoon 

with words as delicate as crushed flowers 
that he had definitely been 
"imunaturely mistaken" 

in ever proclaiming feelings that traveled 
"beyond the platonic," 

but also, 

when I| got home from work --late-- 
tu the silent, empty house, 

there were two messages 

on the answering machine 

and they were both 

for you. 
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Pride 


You said we smack our pride like cud: 
bovine, dumb-eyed, swelled-belly standing: 
obvious and slow by the highway, unafraid. 


Well...some of us refuse to be cows, babe. 
some of us hold it in like lions in the grass. 


‘lensing, and again. 

Holding eyes fixed with fingers, fisted. 

Breathing slow and waiting. 

Waiting waiting waiting waiting and waiting in the grass; 
where sometimes pride walks like lions inside you 
unseen in the plains of a collective Africa; 

where there is no broad green cool for them, 

no drive-by bystanders. 

Where baby this pride don’t make a drop of milk; 

their young feed bloody...savage...innocent. 


So yuu du your smacking, 


your Chewing, your showy big bulge out there lounging so safely, 
Sou seen. 

Just do me a favor and remember there are lions around, 

all full of hot pounce and fury, 

ready to dig their hungry tense teeth into the bleeding, heaving, 
fleshy-full sides of your cud-fed self-confidence. 

Ready to bring it and you down 

back to the ground 

unseen and desperate, 

chewed at and molding 

beyond and away [rom any audience of eyes, beyond 

any gilts of sympathy 

or praise for the dead. 
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Foreboding 


i got 
blindsided today. 
it was the first time i’d seen the moon in a while, 
and you know how those days can be. 
alone, 
in my bed, 
it was as real and as silent as the moment when 
swirled sugar turns clear in your tea: 
as tragic as a pair of trim ankles, 
crossed. 
damp, 
like a petal, there was 
no birth fluid gush, 
no shroud in the shadows, 
no blanket or delicate warm and wet warning; 
none of that, 
no hors d’ oeuvre. 
just 
my hand on the lamp 
and the stale bread crumb fear, 
the lonely 
and knowledge-soft whisper and promise 
of parting. 
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Pick-Up Line 


Would it be okay if I came on to you? 

Or 

should I just stay here 

sitting 

all the way across the room from you, staring happily 
at your crotch? 
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I trapped a dragonfly today: 

put him 

in a glass jar, 

dropped 

in a few blades of grass and lilac buds, 

and 

slammed 

on 

the lid. 

For a while he buzzed and bled around in there, 
banging on the insides of impatience: lonely. 

But every time I finished reading a poem’s line to him, 
I could hear him taking in his breath again, 

startled but slowly, 

a recognition. 

And his eyes were silk and sometimes I could hear them blinking, 
but they would never fix on me... 

the blossoms...the glass... 


In the night I awoke and he was at it again: 
banging. 

“Why—” thmp 

“are you being” 

thmp thmp bng-bmp 

“so fucking nice to me?” 

he asked. 

thmp thmp. 

And my hair was wet and shining then, 
and my God I think I could hardly breathe; 
and his wings were white and silver waxen: 
heavy, shimmering... 

free. 
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And the only words I could say 
were love, 

but he could swallow that with time, 
so I left him there in the bottom of the jar 
—as he asked— 

stilled and lovely, 

sleepy and 

satisfied; 

although, 

in the morning, 

even the lilac buds were gone— 

a hole in the glass 

chewed through. 
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wearied in the last week 


tonight i walked through the dorf 
unaccosted by demons. 


my sister is 
perhaps engaged, 
and the moon is a diamond i would put on her finger. 


my body is too tired for any judgement. 
iam 

uncertain about vienna 

and my back is heavy with the chains 
she places on it called italy. 


ican’t stop thinking of you 
and the slant of your belly with broad chest breathing. 


we are in the same boat, you know, 
rocking. 

and if i stood up i could see virginia. 
the world 

is not so big to me. 


when i return to my little house in the grapevines 
it is filled with the same moon, 

and alli can want 

is for you to lay me down in it 

and fill me with the complacency 

of stars. 


the world is not 
it is not 
so big. 
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November 


There is a feeling 
of emptiness descending. 


At a time when bees have fled from the vine, 

when chestnuts have burst smooth from their skins, 
when rain has soaked field and rock into gray, 

the longing comes 

not to be the farmer but to be the farmer’s wife; 

not to be the wood cut freshly, 

but instead the table beneath the hand, 

perfected. 
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Trip To Crawfordville 


Okay, so like, one day my friend Thomas told me that he 
wanted to get a cat. Thomas is kinda young and skinny—skinnier 
than me, even. If you can imagine a bean pole sliced triple-times 
down the middle, then that’s what Thomas looks like. Thomas never 
wants to do anything, so when he said he wanted to get a cat, I said 
that sounds good, and let’s go. I wondered where he got the money to 
pay for it, though, ‘cause when I asked, he just looked over at the big 
sassafras tree in his yard and said he was gonna buy the cat with 
money he got pawnin’ one of his Momma’s old rings. 

Now, I ain’t never seen Thomas go to the Pawn shop. He’s 
afraid of the fat, pale bald man that works there, lurking behind the 
cluttered counter. Bill Williams told us once that the pawnshop man 
likes young thin boys to sit on his lap and Thomas has been leery of 
the place ever since. Plus, I figured he prob’ly woulda took me with 
him if he went, and we ain’t ever gone. But I didn’t say anything 
‘cause the cat idea sounded like somethin’ to do on a nothin’ to do 
day in late July. 

It was screamin’ hot, ai I was already sweatin’ in my tee- 
‘shirt, makin’ it stick to me in a gross, uneven way. My sister’s car 


don’t have air conditioning, so we rolled down all the windows and I 
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drove fast down the back dirt roads to get the air all circulatin’. 
Thomas had me go a different way than towards town. I asked him 
was he gettin’ the cat from someone’s house, ‘cause we were headin’ 
out towards the farms and pecan groves on the outside of town. He 
just kinda nodded and said not to worry about it. His hands lay still 
on his candle-colored bony legs like fish dryin’ out on a busted pier. 
So I drove. He didn’t talk none, ‘cept to tell me which way to go. All 
he did was sit an’ listen to that damned country radio station that he 
makes me play when we’re in the car. Sometimes I just can’t take it 
and I make him switch it to somethin’ that at least plays old Alabama 
or Reba McEntyre. I can’t stand that old hound dog wailing crap. 
But he was lookin’ kinda down, so I just grit my teeth and didn’t say 
nothin’. Besides, he would whine, like always, and it was too goddamn 
hot to argue. 

Finally, when $e got way out on the highway, lookin’ at 
nothin’ but sky and a dried-out field, he says, “Okay, stop here.” So 
I pulled over as close to the edge of the road as I could, but there was 
only a soft dusty shoulder and I’m not too comfortable parkin’ on the 
highway anyhow. There ain’t nothin’ anywhere as far as I can see but 
an old foundation where you could hook up one of them mobile trailer 
homes. Momma an Dad used to have one of ‘em before Dad got his 
job at the Ford truck dealership. I’d seen pictures, and to me it looked 
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like nothin’ but a tin can with a door an’ windows. 

“There ain’t nothin’ here, Thomas,” I said, , gettin’ kinda mad 
that he might’ ve tried to trick me, and this was all a game. It was too 
hot for that, ‘specially when we coulda gone swimmin’. And plus, he 
made me listen to that God-forsaken radio station, and he still owed 
me four dollars from when we went bowling. But he didn’t say nothin’. 
I waited for him to do something but he was just sittin’ there like a 
dummy, so I started gettin’ mad. It was gettin’ hotter an’ I was gettin’ 
hungry. 

But then I see that he’s cryin’. He was all quiet, and lookin’ 
down at his shameful knees, tears just comin’ on his whole face. Not 
just his cheekbones, but his chin and nose—all over—! I didn’t know 
a person could cry like that. His mouth was open, like he was tryin’ 
to sob or somethin’ but nothin’ would come out but a little string of 
clear spit. I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t seen Thomas cry ever, 
and it shocked me. Not that I was surprised, really: Thomas is the 
crying type, but it was really over just a nothin’ thing like a dumb 
highway. So I said, real quiet an’ gentle, "Thomas...?” but he reeled 
up an’ opened the door, and just ran out across the street with his ol’ 
spindly limbs flying everywhere, out to the field an’ headed to the 


concrete block in the middle of the dried out, tobacco-colored grass. 
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I watched him run until he stopped just standin’ there with 
his back to me. His tee-shirt used to be red; I remember when he got 
it. I rested my hands on the cracked steering wheel—it has one of 
those tacky twisted comfort things all along it— shifted my butt some 
cause the seat was startin’ to stick to the back of my legs, an’ then I 
just stared down the bleach stain of the highway, thinkin’ “bout my 
sister’s little new baby, with skin like a bird and a tiny ol’ mouth not 
even ready to tell secrets. I thought about that baby and somehow too 
I thought about the swimmin’ pool. I wondered if he’d heard us singin’ 
to him through all that belly before he was born to us. My hands, 
they rested on the steering wheel without me movin’ ‘em. And when 
I looked at ‘em finally, and away from that hits stripe of road, it 
was like I couldn’t move ‘em at all. I tried to reach for the radio 
button but my hand just stayed there, like my mind, glued to one spot 
floating, out there on the silent, empty highway. | 

Thomas came back right then, surprising me, really, because 
in my thinking I hadn’t seen nor heard him comin’ across the field. 
So when I looked up again, he was comin’ right at me from across 
the stillness of the road. He got into the car, and I pretended to think 


the wetness on his lanky face was just sweat. 
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“They musta moved away,” he said, lookin’ at me full in the 
face. That was scary, seein’ that a person could lie right into your eye 
like that. 

“Well,” I sighed, lookin’ down the yellow lines of the road. 
“We'd better get on then. I bet Momma has lunch or somethin’. You 
hungry?” 

“Yeah,” he grunted, nodding his head up an down all crazylike. 
Thomas sure does move weird, that’s for sure. 

So we sped back to my house, taking the short cuts that I 
knew and he didn’t. He blared that damned station, but I didn’t say a 
word, even though my teeth were grinding again and I thought my 
ears would split like a sow's hide. When we got home we ate red 


popsicles on the porch even before thinkin’ about havin' a sandwich. 
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Lip 


Hey baby, relax. 

I was only joking... 

You don't have to listen to me anyway. 
You don't have to listen to me... 

me... 

with the slashed scrotum and the misaligned jaw. 
Me... 

sister of the girl 

--that girl-- 

with the strong heart and limp hands, 
the swelled belly and the slim 

hips. 

I was only joking... 

it's shit that sinks, not tampons. 

Not tampons. 


I saw you through the windowpane-- 

white like fungus-- 

Yeah my nails are grimy. So? 

So? You want 'em clean? 

You want me? 

Clean? 

I mean, I see you over there 

looking at me with those 

nickel-plated libido eyes, 

your blue steel fingers woven together 

like a female circumcision 

while the 

lights cross over you in this dark, morning-breath 
hangover of a club: ashes to ashes and dust to dust. 


29 


And I think you know my sister. 

And I know you only see right now my 

mouth and my dimple and my tongue and my lip 
as I lick and crunch these dripping ice cubes 

and tell you, calmly, 

it's shit that sinks, 

so relax. 


He asked you to read again, didn't he? but slowly this time. 
So you did, speeding up. 

Well, my love is a pansy 

pressed in your pocket... 

velvet...kissing 

you like the sun's afterthought; 

so maybe if you're strangling 

you can hang on tight to the roots of my hair: 

cling to my cornrows... 

I mean, 

yeah sure you're allowed to be possessive of yourself; 
just don't try to cram me into that diet coke can. 


Shit sinks, remember? 

And the bar is closing. 

The stars are humid 

and I'm getting a broken collarbone 
looking at you this way. 

My thumb is pricked and my tips are numb, 
so let's go. 

Let's go... 

let's...£0.2: 

Because I think sleep'd look real good next to you 
and you won't have to listen to me anyway, 
because I was only joking. 
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Bloom 


i cast 
an orchid 
from the rialto last night; 


the moon was half-full, 
not of water 
but of light: 


—translucent— 
a kiss... 
blown. 


it drifted 

with the tide 
down 

beyond my eyes, 
promising 

in ivory 


to reach you unchanged while you 


slept. 


the orchid, 

it drowned kindly 

in a swirl of soft foam 
and i sat on cool stone, 


unfurled. 
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